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TTAWA - You don't have
to look far to see the trans-
forming power of photogra-
phy. Before the 1880s, artists
ad enormous difficulty capturing the
nage of animals in motion. Running
orses were painted with legs out-
rretched in the “hobbyhorse” posi-
on. These stiff, awkward shapes were
n annoving reminder of the limita-
ons of the human eye.
But after Eadweard Muybridge pub-
shed his stop-action photographs of
orses and other animals In move-
uent, artists never painted them that
av again. And the average person
cver looked at a horse quite the same
av either.
Photography has transformed our
creeption of much besides animals.
var (Robert Capa), landscape (Ansel
dams), poverty {Dorathea Lange)
1d outer space have all been given a
creeptual makeover.,
In fact. it’s hard to think of a signifi-
it person or event in this century
il hasn't somehow beén given new
caning and context through the
iedium of photography.
The proposition that there is ritual in
hotography is a little harder to de-
nd. One could say that because peo-
: lake photographs of significant
cnts in their lives with predictable
sularitv. and that the process of pic-
re-laking follows an established pat-
‘n. this makes it a “ritual.” _
Hut the omy senseim-which phatog-

hy approaches the sacred - the cen-
connotation of ritual = is in its
er to turn the object of its locus in-
i1 icon, a discrete object that pro-
< & sense of transcendence and oth-
orldliness, It's a tall order which
practitioners of this. or anv other,
can bring off. But in this small ex-
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hibit of 61 works by 15 photographers.
there are a few examples,

Called Ritvuals and Transformations,
this exhibition was curated by the Na-
tional Gallery’s Ann Thomas and at-
tempts to explore different ways in
which photography can alter our per-
ception of people, objects and nature.

And to prove her point, Thomas has
cast her net widely, selecting works by
photographers from Canada, Germany.,
Japan. Spain, Mexicoand the U5,

The photographers are equally  di-
verse, ranging from Evergon and Lynne
Cohen. both of whom have Montreal
connections, to Dieter Appelt, a Ger-
man photographer whose work often
refers to his wartime experiences as a
young child. -

Extraordinary portraits

But what this group has in common, a
gallery news release explains, is the way
these artists “transtorm, through the rit-
ual of photography, the encounter with
the commonplace into an experience of
the whimsical, the tragic. the fantastic
and the metaphysical,”

Among the most striking photos in
this show are the extraordinary por-
traits of Gary Schneider, a South
African-born American. His large-for-
mat black-and-whites are cropped so
closely that his subject’s faces fill the en-
tire picture plane and the intensity of

* his scrutiny borders on violation.
" The camera’s focus fades in and oul. -
An” apparently crisp edge blurs into a

patch of light. One part of a face pro-
Jects out of the plane, another recedes.
Whether it's the mobile quality of the
light or the impression that these Faces
are trapped in a purgatory of shadows,
these are photographs that will haunt

your memory for a very long time.

The sense of the sacred is also in evi-
“dence in the work of Japanese photogra-
pher Mivako Ishiuchi. Her deceptively

+simple shots of women’s hands and feet

take the familiar and the commonplace
and teach us to appreciate and perhaps

- ‘eyen revere it.

~ ~Plain, unremarkable bodily extremi.

-“ties are bathed in a graduated mantle of
muted light. To make the point that
there is nothing extraordinary herc
Ishiuchi has titled the photos with hes
subjects’ job descriptions: - Clothing
Shop Manager, Beauty Sa[un Assistant
and so on,

The approach is essentially Buddhist:
elevate and sanctify the humblest prod-
ucts of the carth. It 1s somehow reassur-
ing to see this resilient notion represent-
ed in what is. for the most part, a mod-
ernist, secular show.

That secular attitude takes an ironic
turn with the work of Joan Fontcuberta
and John Pfahl. Fontcuberta is a Span-
ish photographer who does hilarious
paradies of scientific studies;

His series of vellowing photographs.
entitled  Centaurus  Neandertalensis
shows a pith-helmeted scientist in the
Alrican savannah examining a creature
that looks like a baboon crossed with
deer, Anatomical drawings of the crea-
ture and a notebook with notations ac-
company the pictures.

Pfahl's From the Yery Rich Hours of

a Compost Pile harks back to the Trés
Riches Heures du Duc de Berrv, the
15th-century  luminously  illustrated
masterpiece that, among other things,
shows the cyele of the seasons and its
impact on the life of the peasantrv.

Plahl, in sardonic contrast, has pho-
tographed the progression of a compost
pile. Not any compost pile. however,
and not ils pulrtd interior,



Visitors can taka self-portralts -

us intensely ‘colored
\discarded fruit and

ple-friendly place. :

B Ritvals and Transformation: A Ex-
fhilsition of Photographs continues at the
National Gallery of Canada, 380 Suysex
Drive, wintil Oct. 29 Admission is free.
Uniil Oct. 9. the gallery is open daily
fram 10 a.m. to 6 ponr, except Thirs-
davs when it closes at 8 poan. Phone:
f6l3) 990- 1985,
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